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Beat State of Mind: Gary Snyder
In the cultural and moral straight-jacket of post-war 1950s and 60s America, a group of
counterculture artists howled their way into literary history. Philip Lamantia, Michael McClure,
Allen Ginsberg, Gary Snyder, Philip Whalen, and Kenneth Rexroth launched the Beat movement
at the 1955 Six Gallery reading where the six poets became iconized as a “remarkable collection
of angels on one stage” (Sullivan). Other noteworthy Beat poets also rose into literary
prominence alongside those present at Six Gallery, including Gregory Corso and Diane di Prima,
among others. While the Beat generation is indeed a generation made of many literary movers
and shakers, this essay is focused on one in particular: Gary Snyder.
Snyder’s involvement in and views of the Beat generation are unusual and particular—
the personal values and goals that motivated his life and his writing helped inspire some essential
characteristics of the Beat movement (such as his interests in Zen Buddhism, investment in the
Pacific Northwest environment, and attraction toward a vagabond lifestyle), while readily
rejecting other features that equally defined the generation (such as the pointed rebellion against
traditional literature, the nursing of extremist social and political views, and heavy involvement
in drugs). His interactions with the budding Environmentalist movement and interests in
conservation left a particular imprint on the Beat movement unique to him and his life. It is only
through a close examination of Snyder’s life, poetic works, and interactions with the Beats that
one can fully appreciate his absentee contributions to the literary movement that defines him and
his writings to this day.
A BEAT STATE OF MIND
Many have attempted to label the Beat generation, but it was Herbert Huncke, a friend of
Jack Kerouac’s, who may have phrased the heart of the movement best. As Kerouac puts it, “[he]
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appeared to us and said ‘I’m beat’ with a radiant light shining out of his despairing eyes…”
(Kerouac, “Origins” 199). This “despairing light” would become a constant muse for the writers
of the Beat movement that jibed well with their search for spiritual enlightenment and inner
change in a period of American history fenced in by the conformist, suburban “American
dream.”
Political and social conservatism and regulation reached an all-time, oppressive high in
the 1950s. Riding the coattails of the economic boom and industrial and technical innovation that
surged during World War II, American culture became a series of square lawns and suburban
housing developments crowded with the latest and greatest in household appliances and
populated by white, heterosexual couples and their 2.5 children. The growing unease in light of
the “red scare” and distrust of the science and government that had created the atom bomb froze
America into a crowd of plastic smiles and oppressed fear.
It was during this time of oppression that the heavy-hitters of the Beat generation were
born and shaped into the poets that would later define a literary movement. A prominent theme
of Beat poetry from the start was fierce resistance to societal conformity and an attraction to selfenlightenment and inner change skittishly avoided by the more conservative population. Beat
writers embraced Eastern practices of religion and philosophy in rebellion against the rigid,
unsatisfying Christianity-based values and their omnipresent influence in the West. Their views
on sex, drugs, race, class, and even language itself fueled the flames of controversy and interest
that rocketed the Beats into the public eye, whether they desired the scrutiny or not, and became
the fulcrum of their movement.
Though the themes of Beat poetry often slunk through the darker underbellies of the
Mexican ghettos to the halls of the Rockland Psychiatric Center, the intentions of the poets were
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more sublime than their chosen vehicles. An urgent hunt for what Lawrence Ferlinghetti called
“a new rebirth of wonder” spurred the writing of Beat poetry and the cultivation of a Beat
lifestyle for many of these poets. Kerouac and Ginsberg plunged headlong into the lively
spontaneity of jazz music in search of the trance-like state Kerouac referred to as “unspeakable
visions of the individual” while Snyder and Whalen chased Zen Buddhism to the shores of
Asia—all in search of some white bolt of lightning that would shake them from their shared
conservative American roots (Sterritt 2-3).
That lightning was alive and well at the 1955 Six Gallery reading in San Francisco—the
event that brought a loose collective of similarly-minded men together and sparked the
beginnings of the Beat movement. It was at the Six Gallery reading that Ginsberg first read Howl
to a crowd brought rowdily to life by the fervor of its particular truths and challenges to
American society and “academic” literature. Ginsberg’s Howl and Other Poems would be
charged as obscene literature in 1957 and launch a trial that would focus a beam of media
scrutiny—and sometimes support—for the writers of the Beat generation, thus carrying the
movement from its humble beginnings on the Six Gallery stage straight into the American
literary canon (Charters xxviii).
While the six original “angels” of the Six Gallery reading were grouped by unshakeable
circumstance and shared counterculture sentiment, these frontrunners of the Beat movement led
very separate and very different lives. Di Prima would later reflect on the “pluralism” of each
individual Beat writer’s interests and development as a huge benefit to the movement (Charters
xxxiii). While Kerouac and Corso fell heavily into drinking and drugs under the sudden, harsh
spotlight of literary fame, Ginsberg, Snyder, Whalen, and others would ride their rising stars into
literary recognition and success.
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Snyder, driven by a respect for and love of nature discovered during his early childhood,
would introduce heavy environmentalist influences to the Beat movement. The Environmentalist
movement, coming to light around the same time as Beat poetry, would see the establishment of
The Nature Conservancy in 1951 and the rise of national interest in the Sierra Club after the
organization reached 10,000 members in 1956. With the discovery of the negative environmental
impacts of wide DDT (insecticide) usage and disastrous health effects of air pollution, the
daunting potential of environmental irresponsibility added to the growing list of American
political and social concerns (“Timeline”). Drawing on his nature-centered childhood, Snyder
would become a major factor in the marriage of the Environmentalist movement and Beat
poetry, and he would also inspire many Beat poets to pursue Zen enlightenment.
Each Beat poet brought something completely unique to the movement that still echoes in
American culture today. Whether it be the unabashed homosexual freedom of Ginsberg or the
“rucksack revolution” of Kerouac (Kerouac, Dharma 73), the members of the Beat generation
are also the puzzle pieces that link the literary movement together—and it takes careful
observation of the individual in order to better understand the whole.
GARY SNYDER: PACIFIC RIM POET
Gary Snyder was born in 1930 in San Francisco, California, though he spent the majority
of his childhood on family-owned farms in Oregon and Washington. Snyder was deeply
enamored from an early age with outdoor activities, Native American culture, and the forests of
the Pacific Northwest. These adulations would later manifest as thematic elements in Snyder’s
writings, and would also spur his conservation activism. As a teen, Snyder developed skills as a
backcountry mountaineer, a demanding physical pursuit that would balance his more academic
years and inform the poems in his first published collection, Rip Rap. It was also in Snyder’s
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youth that he was introduced to Eastern art and culture through an exhibition of Chinese
landscape scrolls at the Seattle Art Museum. Snyder appreciated Chinese culture’s respect for
and harmonious relationships with the land, and would later adopt Eastern religion and
philosophy in his own life (“Gary Snyder”).
Pursuing studies in anthropology and literature, Snyder attended Reed College where his
growing devotion to Eastern thought and Zen Buddhism further split his interests between Native
American and Chinese culture (Sterritt 84). During his college years, Snyder was employed as a
lumberjack, trail builder, and firewatcher—jobs that often took him deep into the forests of the
Pacific Northwest, a landscape that was quickly becoming a go-to source for inspiration in
Snyder’s budding poetic work (“Gary Snyder”). It was also at Reed College that Snyder first met
Whalen and Lew Welch, both members of the bohemian-poet collective that would come to form
the Beat generation (Charters 288).
In a 1996 Paris Review interview, Snyder discusses how his involvement with these
members of the pre-Beat network came to be. He says, “Up in Portland, where I went to college,
there were only a couple of other people you could talk to about poetry—Philip Whalen and Lew
Welch and William Dickey. We started hearing little echoes of things in California and ended up
there, all of us—for the comradeship, for the exchange of ideas” (“Gary Snyder: The Art”).
Snyder quickly fell in step with the writers and artists of the San Francisco Renaissance—Jack
Spicer and Kenneth Rexroth, to name a few—their radical political views, anarcho-pacifistic
philosophies, and vehement objections to World War II and the atom bomb also drawing
attention from a few other nascent counterculture poets who found themselves on the west coast
at that time: namely Ginsberg and Kerouac (Weinberger).
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At this time Snyder had begun his studies at the University of California-Berkeley where
he entered the Asian language program and was putting money aside for a trip to study
Buddhism in Japan. He was closely involved with the Young Buddhist Association and worked
on translations of Japanese verse as well as penning a few works of his own heavily influenced
by Buddhism and Asian poetry (Charters 288). Snyder had developed a largely minimalistic
lifestyle reminiscent of Buddhist monks; his bohemian and anti-consumerist attitudes drawing
Kerouac’s adoration. Kerouac would eventually cast Snyder as the enigmatic hero of his
fictionalized semi-autobiographical novel The Dharma Bums.
At the Six Gallery reading, Snyder (in blue jeans) read his poem “Berry Feast” featuring
elements of Native American oral traditions and Buddhist characteristics. At the reading, Snyder
told his friend Will Petersen: “Save the invitation [to the Six Gallery reading], some day it will
be worth something” (Charters 288). Just as the Beat movement and the poets associated with
Six Gallery were beginning to receive literary and media attention, however, Snyder was
awarded a scholarship from the First Zen Institute of America to fulfil his vision of traveling to
Japan to study Japanese verse translation and Zen Buddhism. Snyder took the opportunity and
left the eccentric members of the Beat generation to their own devices as the Beat movement
exploded, launching Kerouac, Ginsberg, and others into fame only a year after the infamous
1955 Six Gallery reading. Snyder’s travels and study would send him abroad for the larger part
of the next twelve years of his life (Sterritt 84-5).
FROM RIP RAP TO MOUNTAINS AND RIVER WITHOUT END
Snyder steadily worked his way to becoming a successful and prolific poet. The early
half of his traveling period in Japan, India, and Indonesia saw the publications of his first book,
Rip Rap, in 1959, and another, Myths & Texts, in 1960. These books captured Snyder’s life and
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travels and his passion for the forests of the Pacific Northwest, as well as his devotion to
Buddhism. While being an official resident of Japan for about ten years, Snyder bounced back
and forth between many countries of the Pacific Rim, and also divided about two years between
working on the oil tanker Sappa Creek and returning to University of California-Berkeley to
teach (“Gary Snyder”). When he wasn’t traveling, Snyder practiced dedicated and strenuous
forms of Zen study and meditation along with developing his academic and poetic work,
spending time in and out of an ashram (a monastery or place of spiritual hermitage) where he
studied under Zen masters (“Gary Snyder: The Art”).
Despite his time and devotion to Zen study, Snyder confided in a letter to Will Petersen
that he was, “…first and foremost a poet, doomed to be shamelessly silly, undignified, curious,
cuntstruck, & considering (in the words of Rimbaud) the disorder of [his] own mind sacred”
(Charters 288). Snyder, unable to commit himself to the role of Zen monk, poured himself into
defining and refining his poetic style and works. He continued to release poetic and prose
collections as well as essays and lectures on conservatism and environmentalism. His 1975
collection, Turtle Island, won the Pulitzer-Prize in poetry and shifted Snyder’s works from Beat
poetry with a cult following to works of traditional literary merit.
On his return from Japan, Snyder was offered a position in the department of English at
the University of California-Davis where he taught creative writing layered with his own
particular brand of “ecopoetics.” His poetry collection, Axe Handles, published in 1983, makes
domestic life the thematic center while harkening back to Snyder’s youthful interest in
anthropology. “As a poet,” Snyder said, “I hold the most archaic values on earth. They go back
to the late Paleolithic: the fertility of the soil, the magic of animals, the power-vision in solitude,
the terrifying initiation and rebirth; the love and ecstasy of the dance, the common work of the
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tribe” (“Gary Snyder”). 1996 saw the publication of Snyder’s magnum opus, Mountains and
Rivers Without End, an epic autobiographical poem composed over forty years of his life and
inspired by the seemingly endless Chinese landscape scrolls that enamored and introduced him
to the Eastern artistic traditions that would influence so much of his work.
While Snyder lived what could have been considered a “counterculture” lifestyle for
1950’s America, and practiced Zen study—both defining characteristics of Beat poetry and the
generation—his poetic trajectory and goals were perhaps not as “beat” as the more prominent
Beat poets, such as Ginsberg, Kerouac, and William S. Burroughs. Snyder’s presence at the Six
Gallery reading in 1955, his friendship with Kerouac, and his involvement with writers of the
pre-Beat San Francisco Renaissance all justified his title of “Beat poet” —though it was a label
that Snyder inherited during a hugely transitional phase of his life when he strove to build a
poetic career grounded in mythology and the spiritual power of place, both major themes that
would inform his Pulitzer-Prize winning Turtle Island and critically praised Mountain and Rivers
Without End.
THE REAL JAPHY RYDER
Suddenly I heard a beautiful broken yodel of a strange musical and mystical intensity in
the wind, and looked up, and it was Japhy standing on top of the Matterhorn peak letting
out his triumphant mountain-conquering Buddha Mountain Smashing song of joy.
– Jack Kerouac, The Dharma Bums (63)
In Kerouac’s eyes, Snyder was “the embodiment of the truest, least self-serving form of
American optimism…[and] his last hope” (Douglas x-xi). While Snyder was largely absent from
the roar of the Beat generation, Kerouac made sure his friend was still along for the ride in spirit
as the fictionalized Zen guru Japhy Ryder in his 1958 novel The Dharma Bums. Snyder’s
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vagabond lifestyle and fierce passion for Zen study, Eastern literature, and the nature of the
Pacific Northwest swept Kerouac up and dropped him just as suddenly when Snyder left
California and the rapidly blooming Beat scene for Japan.
In Kerouac’s later years, when the Beat backlash was at its height, driving Kerouac into
the debilitating alcoholism that would ultimately claim his life, Kerouac told Ginsberg, “’I need
Gary’s way now for a while, a long while. This is serious’” (Douglas xi). The impressionable
Kerouac did everything in his power to reclaim the enlightenment he experienced with Snyder on
their climb of the Matterhorn so carefully cataloged in The Dharma Bums. He even followed in
Snyder’s footsteps by taking employment as a firewatcher in Mount Baker National Forest—an
experience that inspired Snyder’s poem “Mid-August at Sourdough Mountain Lookout.”
Kerouac’s correspondence with Snyder was erratic and tense throughout the 60s though the two
men would never meet again in person (Douglas x).
If “Beat poet” was a label Snyder acquired reluctantly, it was Kerouac that made sure the
label stuck. Gary Snyder—or Japhy Ryder, rather—and his quasi-mythical influence on Kerouac
inspired many key aspects of the Beat generation, including its signature spontaneity, Zen focus,
and vagabond regime. The “rucksack revolution” was, in a roundabout way, one of Snyder’s
more prominent contributions to the Beat movement—and, ironically, it was his absence that
ensured this. Knowing that Snyder’s interests grew out of his affiliation with the San Francisco
Renaissance, the Environmentalist movement, and his own pursuits of spiritual and academic
enlightenment—all of which separated him from the rough-and-tumble lunacy of the most
heavy-hitting Beat poets—usefully clarifies those qualities of his writing that most distinguish
his contributions to Beat culture, making them all the more fascinating, for having been from the
outskirts.
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While Snyder remained friends with much of the Beat network, his personal desire for
isolation and his determination to follow his own path are perhaps best conveyed in his own
words:
Down valley a smoke haze
Three days heat, after five days rain
Pitch glows on the fir-cones
Across rocks and meadows
Swarms of new flies.
I cannot remember things I once read
A few friends, but they are in cities.
Drinking cold snow-water from a tin cup
Looking down for miles
Through high still air.
- Gary Snyder, “Mid-August at Sourdough Mountain Lookout” (289)

Shay Larsen
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